[Value of the polymerase chain reaction in the diagnosis of herpes infections of the nervous system].
To assess the performance of a polymerase chain reaction (PCR) method in cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) for the diagnosis of nervous system infections caused by herpesvirus, and to estimate the incidence of encephalitis due to herpes simplex virus type 1 in the adult population of the island of Gran Canaria. We studied 330 CSF specimens from 312 patients (281 HIV-negative and 31 HIV-positive) remitted to investigate clinically suspected encephalitis or meningitis, or to study neuropathy or demyelinating disease. A multiplex PCR technique was used to detect herpes simplex virus types 1 and 2 (HSV-1 and HSV-2), varicella-zoster virus (VZV), human cytomegalovirus (CMV), Epstein-Barr virus and human herpesvirus type 6. The patients' clinical records were reviewed to establish the definite diagnosis. Nine samples from eight patients (2.6%) showed positive results (9.7% of patients with pathological CSF and none with normal CSF). The eight patients had clinical and analytic findings of herpesvirus nervous system infection: HSV-1 DNA in four patients with encephalitis, HSV-2 DNA in one patient with meningitis, VZV DNA in two patients with meningitis and CMV DNA in one HIV-positive patient with encephalitis. Herpesvirus was the cause of 50% of encephalitis cases and 10% of meningitis cases. The incidence of HSV-1 encephalitis was five cases per million inhabitants per year. Diagnosis of herpesvirus nervous system infections by PCR in CSF is not appropriate when CSF parameters are normal. We found a higher incidence of herpesvirus encephalitis than has been reported in other studies.